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ABSTRACT 
The Niger Delta serves as the economic 
nerve centre of the Nigeria Federation 
with its vast oil deposits.  How far has the 
coastal fisheries thrived in the Niger delta 
since the discovery of crude oil?  Fishing 
is the predominant occupation in the 
coastal communities. The Niger Delta is 
home to Nigeria’s oil industry. However, 
this ‘blessing’ has become a challenge for 
the people of the Niger Delta. They have 
suffered environmental devastation, 
economic poverty, and constant conflict.  
This paper discusses issues and challenges 
facing fisheries development in Niger-
Delta area of Nigeria. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Nigeria is located in West Africa 
bordering the Gulf of Guinea between 
Benin and Cameroon. It is a coastal state 
with a coastline of 853km and a 200 
nautical miles Exclusive Economic Zone 
(EEZ), in which it has exclusive rights to 
the fish and other natural resources. The 
brackish and coastal waters of Nigeria 
support artisanal fishing activities which 
occur in creeks, estuaries and the inshore 
areas in waters of less than 40 m depth; 
while the industrial sector operates outside 
the 5 nautical miles zone. Nigeria has a 
total land area of 923,768 sq. km. and 
13,000 sq. km. of inland water bodies. In 
addition to the marine and brackish water 
resources, Nigeria has massive freshwater 
systems, including lakes, rivers, reservoirs, 
dams and floodplains which support 
extensive artisanal fisheries. The River 
Niger which rises in Sierra Leone and has 
a total length of 4,184 kilometers, flows 
through West Africa, enters Nigeria in the 
northwest and runs southwards to join the 
River Benue at Lokoja, before traveling 
the remaining 547 kilometers to the sea.  
 
These two major rivers and the many 
smaller rivers support large freshwater 
artisanal fisheries in the country.  
History of fisheries development dates 
back to 1914. Nigeria is Africa’s largest 
and most complex country, the population 
of the country is put at about 137 million 
from over 250 tribes. The vast, swampy 
terrain of the Niger Delta region supports 
almost 20 million people, many of them in 
isolated communities only accessible by 
boat.  
The Niger Delta serves as the economic 
nerve centre of the Nigeria Federation with 
its vast oil deposits.   The Niger Delta, as 
defined officially by the Nigerian 
government, extends over about 70,000 
km² and makes up 7.5% of Nigeria’s land 
mass. Historically and cartographically, it 
consists of present day Bayelsa, Delta, and 
Rivers States. In 2000, however, 
Obasanjo's regime included Abia, Akwa-
Ibom, Cross River, Edo, Imo and Ondo 
States in the region. The South-South 
Niger Delta, also known as the "South 
South Zone", includes Akwa Ibom, 
Bayelsa, Cross River, Delta, Edo and 
Rivers States (Wikipedia, 2010). 
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Nigeria is a coastal state with huge fishery 
resources both in marine and inland waters 
(about 800 species are known (Fishbase, 
2010). The demersal target species 
exploited by artisanal fishing units are: 
croakers (Pseudotolithus), threadfins 
(Galeoides, Pentanemus and 
Polydactylus), soles (Cynoglossidae), 
marine catfish (Arius), brackish water 
catfish (Chrysichthys), snapper (Lutjanus), 
grunters (Pomadasyidae), groupers 
(Epinephalus), and the estuarine white 
shrimp (Palaemon). Bonga dominates the 
pelagic fishery. But there are modest 
catches of shad (Ilisha), sardine 
(Sardinella), various jacks (Caranx spp.) 
and Atlantic bumper (Chloroscombrus 
chrysurus).  
Examples of Fish exploited by the 
Industrial Fisheries include: mackerels 
(Carangidae), croakers (Sciaenidae), hake 
(Merluciidae), sardine (Clupeidae), red 
mullets (Mugilidae), snappers 
(Lutjanidae), soles (Cynoglossidae), rays 
(Trygonidae), skates (Rajidae), sea bream 
(Sparidae), shrimps (Penaeidae). 
The huge Niger Delta, the Rivers Niger 
and Benue, and their tributaries, natural 
lakes, wetlands and reservoirs constitute 
the total water area. Thirty five percent 
(35%) of animal protein consumed in 
Nigeria comes from fish, and the Niger 
Delta contributes over 35 percent of the 
fish supply. However, despite its huge 
water resources, fish production is 
declining, resulting in 800,000 MT being 
imported in 2006 out of 1.5 million MT 
total consumption (FBS, Nigeria 2007). 
This has been attributed to insecurity along 
the country’s coasts and waterways, higher 
energy costs than before, overfishing, 
poaching, degradation of fish habitats and 
coastal environments, and poor road and 
market infrastructure. 
This paper discusses issues and challenges 
facing fisheries development in Niger 
Delta area of Nigeria. 
 
The Study Area 
Nigeria lies on latitude 4° 16’ and 13° 52’ 
N, longitude 2° 49’ and 14° 37’ E, the 832 
km stretch of the Nigerian coastline and its 
coastal zone bordering the Gulf of Guinea 
in the Atlantic Ocean is classified into four 
geomorphic units: 
 sandy barrier beach - lagoon 
complex of about 150 km in the 
west from Badagry in Lagos 
State to Ajumo village in Ondo 
State 
 Mahin-Transgressive Mud 
coast in Ondo for about 100 km 
up to the mouth of the Benin 
River 
 the Niger-Delta from Benin 
river estuary for about 500 km 
eastwards to the mouth of the 
Imo River 
 the Strand coast, east of the 
Niger Delta for about 85 km 
terminating at the Cross River 
estuary with Nigerian - 
Cameroon border. (Awosika, 
2001) 
The area of continental shelf is 41,769 
km
2
. The territorial sea is up to 12 nautical 
miles (19,300 km
2
) and claimed exclusive 
economic zone is 210,900 km
2
. 
The Niger Delta area under consideration 
extends for about 450 km in the east-west 
stretch (Okeke, 2003 in Ogba et al, 2007). 
Its geographic location is between Aboh at 
5° 33’ 49’’ N, 6° 31’ 38’’ E in the North 
and Palm point (4° 16’ 22’’ N, 6° 05’ 27’’ 
E) in the South. The east to west limit is 
between Benin River estuary (5° 44’11’’ 
N, 5° 3’ 49’’ E) in the west and Imo River 
estuary (4° 27’16’’N, 7° 35’ 27’’ E) in the 
east (NDES, 1997).  
The Niger-Delta is an extensive mangrove 
swamp and a delta complex which opens 
into the sea through a host of rivers 
(Benin, Escravos, Forcados, Ramos, Dodo, 
Middleton, and Fish town, Nun, Brass, San 
Batholomeo, Bonny and Opobo) in the 
South.   
Fishing is predominant and carried out in 
the coastal communities of Nembe, 
Akassa, Brass and Sangana. In between 
these communities are large inland water 
bodies and fishing settlements. Fishing is 
usually carried out on the estuaries, creeks 
126 Agbeja, Y. E FISON EKO 2010 
 
ISSN: 1117-3149 PROCEEDINGS OF FISHERIES SOCIETY OF NIGERIA (FISON) ASCON, BADAGRY 25th-29th OCTOBER 2010  FSN-CA 0003 
 
and rivers, using the traditional hand-dug 
canoes from where the nets are cast. The 
men dominate the occupation, while the 
women and children engage in smoking 
the fishes. Basic types of nets used in 
fishing include dragnet, subnet, driftnet, 
and the traditional basket called ‘akapli’. 
Fishing was practiced sustainably. If the 
productive forces were allowed to grow 
without obstructing the development 
continuum of the area by the forces of 
western capitalism, they could have 
sustained the growth and development of 
its economy.(Omoweh, 2005). 
 
Major issues in the Niger Delta 
The Nigerian delta has some of the best 
agricultural land in Africa, as well as vast 
oil resources.  The area is densely 
populated by many different tribal groups, 
including the Ogoni people who have lived 
there for over 500 years. 
The Niger Delta is home to Nigeria’s oil 
industry. However, this ‘blessing’ has 
become a challenge for the people of the 
Niger Delta. They have suffered 
environmental devastation, economic 
poverty, and constant conflict. To make 
matters even worse, political 
considerations and greed on the part of a 
corrupt government have kept many of the 
earnings from these vast reserves from 
returning to the Niger Delta to help restore 
the region. Since the discovery of oil and 
the production in commercial quantities in 
1958, the people of the Niger Delta have 
known no peace. Today, violent intertribal 
and inter-communal conflicts, arms 
proliferation, ethnic militias and illegal 
bunkering (theft of crude oil directly from 
pipelines) have become synonymous with 
the region. 
Economic activities related to oil and gas 
has placed the government’s security 
emphasis on the need to produce oil and 
gas most effectively and efficiently. This 
type of security consideration ignores the 
impact on other environmental and human 
resources such as waters, forests, fish and 
the climate of the area.  As a result of oil 
spills and industrial waste dumped into the 
Niger River Delta, the water bodies have 
been polluted; breeding grounds for 
fisheries resources are destroyed 
The area is also characterized by piracy 
and armed robbery at sea, the youth of the 
region, a vibrant and energetic generation 
who should be supporting the productivity 
and the future of this area, have been 
recruited to form militant and cult groups, 
who attack vessels at anchorage for 
monetary gain.      
In 2008 Nigeria Trawler owners 
association, ordered its members to 
withdraw from the sea until safety is 
guaranteed. 
The gangs, armed with automatic rifles 
and rocket-propelled grenades, cruise 
along in speedboats and barges finding 
cover in the maze of creeks and rivers 
intertwined with mangrove swamps that 
make up the delta where the river Niger 
empties into the Atlantic ocean turned out 
to be pirates, they hide in creeks and 
highjack vessels within the coastal waters.  
Other issues that plague the Niger-delta 
include, Rapidly deteriorating ecological 
and economic conditions, pervasive 
poverty, endemic instability over resource 
rights, social tensions not adequately 
addressed by existing policies and 
attitudes, region characterised by its 
parlous state in the midst of abundant 
living and hydrocarbon resources, paucity 
and unreliability of data, consequent 
absence of credible basis for addressing 
problems, diverse and conflicting 
stakeholder views on problems and 
possible solutions. 
 
Key fisheries development constraints  
1) Degradation and Pollution of 
Water bodies. 
2) Lack of adequate infrastructure. 
3) Weak policy formation and 
regulation mechanisms for 
fisheries. 
4) Lack of relevant data and 
information to underpin fisheries 
policy formation. 
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5) Limited institutional capacity to 
undertake policy analysis and 
decisions. 
6) Consequently Nigeria waters are 
now seen as the most deadly in the 
West African region. 
7)  Massive unemployment led to 
many youths becoming criminals 
involved in activities such as illegal 
oil bunkering, miscreants, 
kidnapping, piracy, many have 
been recruited into crime cartels 
and armed militias. 
 
Possible Solutions 
1) Capacity building for oil spill 
management and technical 
acquisition. 
2) Community Policing. 
3) Set up Coast Guards to work with 
the Nigerian Navy.  
4) Monitoring of oceanographic 
processes and health of sensitive 
eco- Systems.  
5) Prescriptive Maritime Policy 
Formulation and legislation dealing 
directly with oil spillage, waste 
disposal, piracy and its punishment 
6) Regional Cooperation between 
countries which include Cameroon, 
Ghana, Equatorial Guinea, Liberia, 
Senegal and the state of Sao Tome 
and Principe Islands. 
7) The establishment of an inter-
agency central information centre 
among security agencies to 
facilitate the collection, collation 
and dissemination of information 
and intelligence for effective 
response;  
8) acceleration action on the 
acquisition of platforms for 
NIMASA, Nigeria Navy, Marine 
Police and other agencies 
responsible for maritime safety and 
security;  
9) establishment of maritime research 
and development centres;  
10) establishment of a joint maritime 
security equipment fund and 
partnership between government, 
oil companies and host 
communities;  
11) co-operation between the navies of 
the Gulf of Guinea States for the 
joint use of resources for 
information and intelligence 
gathering;  
12) The pooling together of military 
resources by the government of the 
Gulf of Guinea states. 
13) The three C's of security: 
Communication, Co-operation and 
Co-ordination are VITAL 
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